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(54) Cooling arrangement for a superconducting coil 


(57) A superconducting device, such as a supercon- 
ducting rotor (10) for a generator or motor. A vacuum 


enclosure (14) has an interior wall (16) surrounding a 
cavity (18) containing a vacuum. A superconductive coil 
(22) is placed in the cavity. A generally-annularly-ar- 
ranged, thermally-conductive sheet (28) has an inward- 
facing surface (32) contacting generally the entire out- 
ward-facing surface (24) of the superconductive coil. A 
generally-annularly-arranged coolant tube (34) contains 
a cryogenic fluid (36) and contacts a generally-circum- 
ferential portion of the outward-facing surface (30) of the 
sheet. A generally-annularly-arranged, thermally-lnsu- 
lative coil overwrap (38) generally circumferentially sur- 
round the sheet. The coolant tube (34) and the inward- 
facing surface (42) of the coil overwrap together contact 
generally the entire outward-facing surface (30) of the 
sheet. 
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Description 

The present invention relates generally to super- 
conductivity, and nnore particularly to cooling a super- 
conductive coil in a superconducting device. 5 

Superconducting devices include, but are not limit- 
ed to, superconducting rotors for synchronous electrical 
nnachines, such as generators and nnotors, and super- 
conducting nnagnets for MRI (nnagnetic resonance inn- 
aging) machines, maglev (magnetic levitation) transpor- to 
tation systems, magnetic energy storage devices, and 
linear motors. The superconductive coll or coils in a su- 
perconducting device are made from a superconducting 
material, such as niobium-tin, requiring a temperature 
at or below a critical temperature to achieve and main- ^5 
tain superconductivity. Cooling techniques include cool- 
ing an epoxy-impregnated coil through a solid conduc- 
tion path from a cryocooler or through cooling tubes con- 
taining a liquid and/or gaseous cryogen and cooling a 
porous coil (or even an epoxy-impregnated coil) by im- 20 
mersion in a liquid and/or gaseous cryogen. The super- 
conductive coil is surrounded by a vacuum enclosure, 
and at least one thermal shield is added between the 
superconductive coil and the vacuum enclosure. 

Known superconductor rotor designs include those 25 
having a racetrack-shaped superconductive coil which 
is in contact with an extruded heat station having an in- 
ternal channel containing gaseous helium at a temper- 
ature of ten Kelvin. The superconductive coil is sur- 
rounded by a spaced-apart thermal shield which is 30 
cooled by contact with a coolant tube containing gase- 
ous helium at a temperature of twenty Kelvin. The ther- 
mal shield is spaced-apart from and surrounded by a 
vacuum enclosure, what is needed is a superconducting 
device having an improved cooling arrangement for its 35 
superconductive coil or coils. 

It is an object of the invention to provide a super- 
conducting device cooled by a coolant tube containing 
a fluid cryogen. 

The superconducting device of the invention in- 40 
eludes a vacuum enclosure having an interior wall sur- 
rounding a generally-annular cavity containing a super- 
conductive coil, a generatly-annularly-arranged sheet of 
thermally conductive material, a generally-annularly-ar- 
ranged coolant tube, and a generally-annularly-ar- ^5 
ranged coil overwrap. The inward-facing surface of the 
sheet contacts generally the entire outward-facing sur- 
face of the superconductive coil. The coolant tube con- 
tacts a generally-circumferential portion of the outward- 
facing surface of the sheet. The coif overwrap generally so 
circumferentially surrounds the outward-facing surface 
of the sheet. The coolant tube and the inward-facing sur- 
face of the coil overwrap together contact generally the 
entire outward-facing surface of the sheet. 

In a preferred embodiment, the vacuum occupies 55 
the entire cavity portion between the inward-facing sur- 
face of the superconductive coil and the interior wall. In 
an exemplary enablement, the two current leads of the 


superconductive coil are in thermal communication 
within the cavity of the vacuum enclosure with the exte- 
rior surface of the outlet end of the coolant tube. 

Several benefits and advantages are derived from 
the invention. The coolant tube can be easily annularly 
arranged (such as by bending) while the previously- 
mentioned known heat station having a coolant channel 
cannot. Having the preferred vacuum completely occu- 
pying the cavity portion between the inward-facing sur- 
face of the superconductive coil and the interior wall 
eliminates the costly conventional thermal shield, espe- 
cially for high-temperature superconductors. Having the 
two current leads in thermal communication with the ex- 
terior surface of the outlet end of the coolant tube ena- 
bles ten-to-fifteen percent more electric current to flow 
into the superconductive coil without quenching (i.e., 
loss of superconductivity) due to lead overheating. 

The accompanying drawings illustrate a preferred 
embodiment of the present invention wherein: 

Figure 1 is a schematic side elevational view of a 
first preferred embodiment of the superconducting 
device of the invention wherein the superconduct- 
ing device is a superconducting rotor; 

Figure 2 is a schematic sectional view taken along 
lines 2-2 in Figure 1 showing a preferred embodi- 
ment for cooling the superconductive coil; and 

Figure 3 is a schematic sectional view taken along 
lines 3-3 in Figure 1 showing a preferred embodi- 
ment for also cooling the two current leads of the 
superconductive coil. 

Referring now to the drawings, wherein like numer- 
als represent like elements throughout, Figures 1-3 
show a first preferred embodiment of the superconduct- 
ing device of the present invention wherein the super- 
conducting device is a superconducting rotor 10 having 
a rotational axis 12. It is pointed out that the supercon- 
ducting device of the present invention is not limited to 
a rotor, but includes any superconducting device such 
as, but not limited to, superconducting magnets for MR! 
(magnetic resonance imaging) machines, maglev (mag- 
netic levitation) transportation systems, magnetic ener- 
gy storage devices, and linear motors. Preferably, the 
superconducting rotor 1 0 is for a synchronous electrical 
machine, such as a generator or a motor It is noted that 
conventional generators and motors may be retrofitted 
to have their non-superconducting rotors replaced with 
the superconducting rotor 10 of the present invention. 

The superconducting device (i.e., the supercon- 
ducting rotor 10) shown in Figures 1-3 includes a vacu- 
um enclosure 14 having an Interior wall 16 surrounding 
a generally-annular cavity 18. The cavity 18 has a gen- 
erally longitudinal axis 20 and contains a vacuum having 
a pressure not exceeding generally one-thousandth of 
a torn The design of the vacuum enclosure 14 is left to 
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the artisan. The vacuum enclosure 14 shown in Figures 
2 and 3 has a monolithic vacuum-enclosure design. Oth- 
er vacuum-enclosure designs include, without limita- 
tion, a vacuum enclosure (not shown in the figures) hav- 
ing an iron core including the straight portion of the in- 
terior wall 16 closest to the longitudinal axis 20, having 
an aluminum pole piece attached to the iron core and 
including the remaining portions of the interior wall 16, 
and having a surrounding aluminum electromagnetic 
shield, wherein the iron core, the aluminum pole piece, 
and the aluminum electromagnetic shield each may 
comprise several parts. 

The superconducting rotor 10 also includes a su- 
perconductive coil 22 disposed within the cavity 18, gen- 
erally coaxially aligned with the longitudinal axis 20, and 
generally spaced-apart from the interior wall 1 6. The su- 
perconductive coil 22 has a circumferential outward-fac- 
ing surface 24 and a circumferential inward-facing sur- 
face 26. In an exemplary embodiment, the supercon- 
ductive coil 22 is a racetrack-shaped superconductive 
coil, and the rotational axis 12 of the superconducting 
rotor 10 is aligned generally perpendicular to the longi- 
tudinal axis 20 of the cavity 1 8. It is noted that " racetrack- 
shape" includes straight sections connected by rounded 
corners. The superconducting rotor 10 shown in Figure 
2 is two-pole rotor. The superconducting device of the 
invention in the form of the superconducting rotor 10 of 
Figure 2 is also applicable to other types of rotors such 
as multi-pole rotors (not shown in the figures) having a 
plurality of circumferentially spaced-apart racetrack- 
shaped superconductive coils whose longitudinal axes 
are disposed generally perpendicular to the rotational 
Axis of the rotor. It is noted that the minor axis of each 
of the superconductive coils of a multi-pole rotor is dis- 
posed generally parallel to the circumferential direction 
of motion of the coil about the rotational axis while the 
minor axis of the superconductive coil 22 of the two-pole 
rotor 10 shown in Figure 2 (or a similar-designed four- 
pole rotor) is disposed generally perpendicular to the cir- 
cumferential direction of motion of the coil 22 about the 
rotational axis 12. Preferably, the superconductive coil 
22 is a BSCCO (Bismuth-Strontium-Calcium-Copper- 
Oxide) superconductive coil. 

The superconducting rotor 10 additionally includes 
a generally-annularly-arranged sheet 28 of thermally 
conductive material having a coefficient of thermal con- 
ductivity at least equal to that of copper at a temperature 
of generally 50 Kelvin. The sheet 28 is disposed within 
the cavity 18, is generally coaxially aligned with the lon- 
gitudinal axis 20, and is generally spaced-apart from the 
interior wall 16. The sheet 28 may be a single-layer or 
a multi-layer sheet and has a thickness (along a direc- 
tion perpendicular to the rotational axis 12 and the lon- 
gitudinal axis 20) less than generally one-tenth the thick- 
ness (along a direction perpendicular to the rotational 
axis 12 and the longitudinal axis 20) of the supercon- 
ductive coil 22. The sheet 28 has a circumferential out- 
ward-facing surface 30 and a circumferential inward- 


facing surface 32, wherein the inward-facing surface 32 
of the sheet 28 contacts generally the entire outward- 
facing surface 24 of the superconductive coil 22. Pref- 
erably, the sheet 28 is an OFHC (oxygen-free-hard-cop- 

5 per) copper sheet. 

The superconducting rotor 10 moreover includes a 
generally-annularly-arranged coolant tube 34 contain- 
ing a cryogenic fluid 36 having a cryogenic temperature 
(i.e., a liquid and/or gas having a temperature low 

10 enough to make the superconductive coil 22 behave su- 
perconductively). The coolant tube 34 is disposed within 
the cavity 18, is generally coaxially aligned with the lon- 
gitudinal axis 20, and is generally spaced-apart from the 
interior wall 16. The coolant tube 34 contacts a gener- 
is ally-circumferential portion of the outward-facing sur- 
face 30 of the sheet 28. Preferably, the coolant tube 34 
is a stainless-steel coolant tube brazed to the sheet 28. 
In an exemplary enablement, the cryogenic fluid com- 
prises gaseous helium at atemperature of between gen- 

20 erally 15 Kelvin and generally 50 Kelvin. 

The superconducting rotor 10 further includes a 
generally-annularly-arranged coil overwrap 38 of ther- 
mally insulative material having a coefficient of thermal 
conductivity no greater than that of fiberglass at a tem- 

25 perature of generally 50 Kelvin. The coil overwrap 38 is 
disposed within the cavity 18, is generally coaxially 
aligned with the longitudinal axis 20, and is generally 
spaced-apart from the interior wall 1 6. The coil overwrap 
38 has a circumferential outward-facing surface 40 and 

30 a circumferential inward-facing surface 42. The coil 
overwrap 38 generally circumferentially surrounds the 
outward-facing surface 30 of the sheet 28. The coolant 
tube 34 and the inward-facing surface 42 of the coil over- 
wrap 38 together contact generally the entire outward- 

35 facing surface 30 of the sheet 28. The coil overwrap 38 
helps constrain the sheet 28 from lifting away from the 
outward-facing surface 24 of the superconductive coil 
22 during rotation of the superconducting rotor 10. Pref- 
erably, the coil overwrap 38 is an epoxy-impregnated, 

40 many-layered, fiberglass-cloth coil overwrap (having a 
0.003-to-0. 005-inch individual layer thickness) which al- 
so completely covers the exposed portions of the cool- 
ant tube 34. It is noted that the copper sheet 28 may be 
treated with a conventional oxide inhibitor to improve 

45 bonding to the coil overwrap 38. In a favored construc- 
tion, the copper sheet 28 is provided with a plurality of 
through holes (not shown in the figures) away from the 
area provided for the stainless-steel coolant tube 34 and 
is bent into a generally annular arrangement; the stain- 

50 less-steel coolant tube 34 is bent into a generally annu- 
lar arrangement and is brazed to the copper sheet 28; 
the copper sheet 28 is placed over the superconductive 
coil 22; fiberglass cloth is wrapped around the outward- 
facing surface 30 of the copper sheet 28 (as well as 

55 around the stainless-steel coolant tube 34) to form a 
generally-annularly-arranged coil ovenwrap 38; epoxy is 
directly applied to the accessible areas of the supercon- 
ductive coil 22 and the wound fiberglass cloth with some 
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of the epoxy from the fiberglass cloth reaching the su- 
perconductive coil 22 via the through holes in the sheet 
28. Thus, it is seen that preferably the superconductive 
coil 22, the sheet 28, the coolant tube 34, and the coil 
overwrap 38 are epoxy impregnated together as a single 
rotor subassembly 44. 

The cavity 18 has a cavity portion 46 extending be- 
tween and to the inward-facing surface 26 of the super- 
conductive coil 22 and the interior wall 16, and the vac- 
uum occupies the entire cavity portion 46. Thus, there 
is no thermal shield between the superconductive coll 
22 and the vacuum enclosure 14, especially for high 
temperature superconductors such as BSCCO. It is not- 
ed that a thermal shield possibly may be required for a 
lower temperature superconductor, such as Nb3Sn (nio- 
bium-tin). 

As shown in Figure 3, the superconductive coll 22 
has two current leads 48 and 50, the coolant tube 34 
has an inlet end 52 and an outlet end 54, and the outlet 
end 54 has an exterior surface 56. In an exemplary em- 
bodiment, the two current leads 48 and 50 of the super- 
conductive coil 22 are in thermal communication, within 
the cavity IS of the vacuum enclosure 14, with the ex- 
terior surface 56 of the outlet end 54 of the coolant tube 
34. Since the current leads 48 and 50 are typically with- 
out electrical insulation, a block 57 of dielectric, but ther- 
mally conductive, material (such as beryllia) is abuttingly 
interposed between the outlet end 54 of the coolant tube 
34 and the two current leads 48 and 50. 

The rotor subassembly 44 (i.e., the epoxied-togeth- 
er superconductive coil 22, the sheet 28, the coolant 
tube 34, and the coll overwrap 38) Is positioned within 
the cavity 18 spaced-apart from the interior wall 16 by 
positioning apparatus. Preferably such positioning ap- 
paratus is a honeycomb assemblage 58 having a coef- 
ficient of thermal conductivity generally not exceeding 
that of fiberglass at a temperature of generally fifty Kel- 
vin. It is preferred that the honeycomb assemblage 58 
include a plurality of generally identical cells having a 
common open direction 60 which is perpendicular to 
both the rotational axis 12 and the longitudinal axis 20. 
In an exemplary enablement, the honeycomb assem- 
blage 58 is a fllamentary-reinforced-epoxy (FRE) com- 
posite honeycomb structure whose distance between 
opposing sides of a cell ranges between generally one 
millimeter and generally one centimeter. In an exempla- 
ry design, the honeycomb assemblage 58 extends be- 
tween and to the outward-facing surface 40 of the coil 
overwrap 38 and the interior wall 16 of the vacuum en- 
closure 14. Preferably, the honeycomb assemblage 58 
comprises spaced-apart honeycomb blocks. 

It is noted that the vacuum enclosure 1 4 has an out- 
er surface 62 in contact with ambient air 64 at ambient 
temperature. Such ambient temperature will increase 
during operation of the superconducting rotor 1 0, as can 
be appreciated by the artisan. The honeycomb assem- 
blage 58 provides means for compressing, at the ambi- 
ent temperature, the superconductive coil 22 inward to- 


ward the longitudinal axis 20 with a first compressive 
force and for compressing, at the cryogenic tempera- 
ture, the superconductive coil 22 inward toward the lon- 
gitudinal axis 20 with a second compressive force which 

5 is smaller than the first compressive force. Other posi- 
tioning apparatus and/or compressing means includes 
springs, tightening bolts, and the like, as is known to 
those skilled in the art. A preferred method (not shown 
in the figures) of compressing the superconductive coil 

10 22 using the honeycomb assemblage 58 involves using 
a clamp fixture during rotor assembly. The clamp fixture 
(which can easily be obtained or made by the artisan) 
uses bolts to tighten down a bar on the superconductive 
coil 22 compressing it. Then, the non-compressed hon- 

15 eycomb assemblage 58 is positioned within the cavity 
1 8. Next, the bolts are removed through holes in the vac- 
uum enclosure 14, such holes later being covered (such 
as with a surrounding aluminum electromagnetic 
shield). The removal of the bolts causes the supercon- 

20 ductive coil 22 to expand slightly causing the coil over- 
wrap 38 to push against the honeycomb assemblage 58 
such that the honeycomb assemblage 58 holds the su- 
perconductive coil 22 in compression. The compression 
is lessat colder (e.g., cryogenic) temperatures, because 

25 of differing coefficients of thermal contraction for the pre- 
viously-listed preferred materials making up the various 
components of the superconducting rotor 10, as can be 
appreciated by the artisan. It Is noted that the non-com- 
pressed honeycomb assemblage 58 may be coated 

30 with a conventional two-part cryogenic epoxy before be- 
ing positioned within the cavity 1 8 if expected shear forc- 
es would require such epoxy bonding between the hon- 
eycomb assemblage 58 and the interior wall 16 of the 
vacuum enclosure 14 and/or between the honeycomb 

35 assemblage 58 and the outward -facing surface 40 of the 
coil ovenwrap 38. 

in operation, heat conducting along the positioning 
apparatus (e.g., honeycomb assemblage 58) from the 
warm outer surface 62 of the vacuum enclosure 14 is 

40 intercepted at the copper sheet 28 (which acts as a heat 
exchanger) before the heat reaches the superconduc- 
tive coii 22, and the heat is conducted along the copper 
sheet 28 to the coolant tube 34. Heat that is radiated 
directly to the superconductive coil 22 or is generated 

45 by resistive losses within the superconductive coil 22 is 
conducted to the copper sheet 28 where it is efficiently 
conducted to the coolant tube 34. Since the supercon- 
ductive coil 22 has a low thermal conductivity in the 
transverse directions (i.e. , in directions other than along 

50 the conductor), the copper sheet 28 serves as a low re- 
sistance path for heat to conduct from the outer surface 
of the superconductive coil 22 to the coolant tube 34, 
thereby minimizing the temperature gradients within the 
superconductive coil 22. The use of copper for the sheet 

55 28 allows it to be bent to conform to the outer surface 
24 of the superconductive coil 22. The use of stainless 
steel for the coolant tube 34 allows it to be bent and 
welded together to conform to the generally-annularly- 
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arranged sheet 28. The use of fiberglass cloth in the coil 
overwrap 38 allows it to easily conform to the exposed 
surfaces of the copper sheet 28 and the stainless-steel 
coolant tube 34 during "dry" winding, and the use of 
epoxy to impregnate the wound fiberglass cloth forms a 
robust mechanical coil overwrap 38. Keeping the super- 
conductive coil 22 in compression with the honeycomb 
assemblage 58 maintains the spaced-apart positioning 
of the superconductive coil 22 within the cavity 1 8. Ther- 
mally connecting the two current leads 48 and 50 to the 
outlet end 54 of the coolant tube 34 allows the use of a 
higher ramping current without excessive heating. 


Claims 

1 . A superconducting device comprising: 

a) a vacuum enclosure having an interior wall 
surrounding a generally-annular cavity, where- 
in said cavity has a generally longitudinal axis, 
and wherein said cavity contains a vacuum 
having a pressure not exceeding generally one- 
thousandth of a torr; 

b) a superconductive coil disposed within said 
cavity, generally coaxially aligned with said lon- 
gitudinal axis, generally spaced-apart from said 
interior wall, having a circumferential outward- 
facing surface, and having a circumferential in- 
ward-facing surface; 

c) a generally-annularly-arranged sheet of ther- 
mally conductive material having a coefficient 
of thermal conductivity at least equal to that of 
copper at a temperature of generally 50 Kelvin, 
disposed within said cavity, generally coaxially 
aligned with said longitudinal axis, generally 
spaced-apart from said interior wall, having a 
circumferential outward-facing surface, and 
having a circumferential in ward-facing, surf ace, 
wherein the inward-facing surface of said sheet 
contacts generally the entire outward-facing 
surface of said superconductive coil; 

d) a generally-annularly-arranged coolant tube 
containing a cryogenic fluid having a cryogenic 
temperature, disposed within said cavity, gen- 
erally coaxially aligned with said longitudinal 
axis, and generally spaced-apart from said in- 
terior wall, wherein said coolant tube contacts 
a generally-circumferential portion of the out- 
ward-facing surface of said sheet; and 

e) a generally-annularly-arranged coil over- 
wrap of thermally insulative material having a 
coefficient of thermal conductivity no greater 
than that of fiberglass at a temperature of gen- 


erally 50 Kelvin, disposed within said cavity, 
generally coaxially aligned with said longitudi- 
nal axis, generally spaced-apart from said inte- 
rior wall, having a circumferential outward-fac- 

5 ing surface, and having a circumferential in- 

ward-facing surface, wherein said coil over- 
wrap generally circumferentially surrounds the 
outward-facing surface of said sheet, and 
wherein said coolant tube and the inward-fac- 

10 ing surface of said coil ovenwrap together con- 

tact generally the entire outward-facing surface 
of said sheet. 

2. The superconducting device of claim 1, wherein 
15 said superconductive coil has two current leads, 

wherein said coolant tube has an inlet end and an 
outlet end, wherein said outlet end has an exterior 
surface, and wherein said two current leads of said 
superconductive coil are in thermal communication, 
20 within said cavity of said vacuum enclosure, with 
said exterior surface of said outlet end of said cool- 
ant tube. 

3. The superconducting device of claim 1, wherein 
25 said cavity has a cavity portion extending between 

and to the inward-facing surface of said supercon- 
ductive coil and said interior wall, and wherein said 
vacuum occupies the entire cavity portion. 

30 4. The superconducting device of claim 1, wherein 
said vacuum enclosure has an outer surface in con- 
tact with ambient air at ambient temperature. 

5. The superconducting device of claim 4, also includ- 
es ing means for compressing, at said ambient tem- 
perature, said superconductive coil inward toward 
said longitudinal axis with a first compressive force. 

6. The superconducting device of claim 5, wherein 
40 said compressing means compresses, at said cry- 
ogenic temperature, said superconductive coil in- 
ward toward said longitudinal axis with a second 
compressive force which is smaller than said first 
compressive force. 

45 

7. The superconducting device of claim 6, wherein 
said superconductive coil is a racetrack-shaped su- 
perconductive coil, and wherein said superconduct- 
ing device is a superconducting rotor having a rota- 

50 tional axis aligned generally perpendicular to said 
longitudinal axis of said cavity. 

8. The superconducting device of claim 7, wherein 
said cryogenic fluid comprises gaseous helium. 

55 

9. The superconducting device of claim 8, wherein 
said superconductive coil is a BSCCO (Bismuth- 
Strontium-Calcium-Copper-Oxide) superconduc- 
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tive coil, wherein said sheet is an OFHC (oxygen- 
tree-hard-copper) copper sheet, wherein said cool- 
ant tube Is a stainless-steel coolant tube, and 
wherein said coil overwrap is an epoxy-innpregnat- 
ed, fiberglass-cloth coil overwrap. 

10. The superconducting device of claim 9, wherein 
said cavity has a cavity portion extending between 
and to the inward-facing surface of said supercon- 
ductive coil and said interior wall, and wherein said 
vacuum occupies the entire cavity portion. 
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